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According to Shahid Husain, regional vice president for Latin America at the World Bank, long-term
economic and financial stability depends on successful alleviation of poverty and effective reduction
of income and wealth inequities. Husain participated in a conference on March 20 sponsored by
the University of Pennsylvania Wharton School of Economics. The World Bank official said that
while overall economic prospects in Latin America are improving, problems related to the "social
agenda" are intimidating. Husain referred to the huge gap between rich and poor in most Latin
American countries in terms of land tenure, income and consumption differentials. Such differences
in Latin America, he added, determine the extent to which citizens of the same country are subject
to mortality, sickness, hunger and violence to a greater extent than in any other world region.
Husain said malnutrition, sanitation system deficiencies and inadequate educational opportunities,
among other components of the social agenda must be effectively dealt with in order to avoid
instability in the long term. Husain stated that fiscal deficits in many countries are being brought
under control, banking system indebtedness has declined, and trade and customs system reforms
have permitted prices to play a growing role in efficient resource allocation. Next, the foreign debt
problem has been resolved in many countries. Husain said he was convinced these changes will be
sustained at least in the medium-term "because they are rooted in political and social change," and
grounded above all on Latin Americans' "impatience...with the status quo." He mentioned popular
support for reforms in Mexico, Chile and Argentina. Policy reforms and resulting improvements are
already quantifiable, said Husain. In 1991, aggregate regional GDP and consumption increased at
a rate higher than demographic growth for the first time since 1988. Export income has increased
in the past two years despite recession in advanced industrialized nations, and investments are
recovering. Husain reiterated that in the long term, the only way to guarantee against a reversal
of macroeconomic trends is to reduce the gap between the rich and the poor. Struggles between
haves and have-nots, he said, have compromised economic progress in Latin America many times
in the past. Husain pointed out that when the gap becomes "very large," the struggle for distribution
of the economic pie becomes more important than complexities involved in increasing the size
of the pie. According to Husain, such struggles are most typical in societies where the poor lack
opportunities: capable people without opportunities applaud any political movement focused on
wealth redistribution, even at the cost of a generalized reduction in living conditions. The World
Bank is currently engaged in evaluating the extent of poverty in all Latin American countries. The
objective of such evaluation is to provide assistance to member-nations for poverty alleviation
programs. According to a recent study by the World Bank, 100 million inhabitants of Latin America
were below the poverty line in 1990. The projected number for 2000 is 126 million. (Basic data from
Agence France-Presse, 03/20/92; Spanish news service EFE, 03/23/92)
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